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HISTORY

The Freedom Project is an independent non-profit organization dedicated to educational
excellence and leadership development in Sunflower County, Mississippi. We use the history
and spirit of the 1960’s freedom struggle to motivate young people to become capable and
compassionate leaders in their communities.
The Freedom Project was founded by Chris Myers Asch, Shawn Raymond, and Gregg Costa
in 1998. All three had served as Teach for America/Americorps teachers in Sunflower County
and were thus acutely aware of the need for an educational program that would challenge and
engage young people in the area.
Initially a summer program held at Mississippi Delta Community College, the Freedom Project
grew into a year-round fellowship with a residential summer program at the University of
Mississippi. In 2002, we purchased two abandoned buildings in Sunflower, Mississippi, and built
the LEAD Center, a permanent home for all our programs.
Now in its 18th year, the Freedom Project offers middle and high school students intensive
academic enrichment, college mentoring, educational travel, physical education, drama
performances, and art classes. Our Freedom Fellows complete two fellowships during their
tenure at the SCFP: the LEAD Fellowship for 7th-9th graders focuses on academic excellence
and leadership development, and the LEAD: Collegiate Fellowship offers 10th-12th graders
intensive college preparation and mentoring. Since 2006, ten classes of Freedom Fellows have
graduated from Sunflower County high schools and enrolled in colleges around the country.

LEAD PRINCIPLES

These four principles of leadership are the pillars of the Freedom Project Way. Our students
and staff pledge to follow these principles as we strive together to create positive change in our
students' lives.
LOVE
We build long-term, caring relationships with our students because we believe that they
are valuable human beings with tremendous potential who deserve the same educational
opportunities as any other children in America.

OUR MISSION:

We are creating a corps of academically capable, socially conscious, and mentally disciplined
leaders in the Mississippi Delta.

OUR VISION:

We envision the day when young people growing up in Sunflower County, Mississippi, have
access to the same educational opportunities as children anywhere in America.
1

EDUCATION
We challenge students with rigorous academic activities because we believe that they can
achieve at high levels and that genuine academic achievement will open opportunities for them
in the future.
ACTION
We encourage students to act to make the world a better place because we believe that individual
achievement without social responsibility can undermine communities and is a tragic waste of
potential.
DISCIPLINE
We emphasize personal responsibility and self-discipline because we believe that developing
strong character is the highest achievement.
2
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June (5 weeks)
✓✓ Daily math, reading, and rhetoric classes
✓✓ Daily art class (visual arts, drama, or dance)
✓✓ Daily fitness and gardening
✓✓ Leadership training (LEAD principles)
✓✓ Civil Rights history
July (3 weeks)
✓✓ Camping trips to civil rights sites in Alabama, Tennesse, Mississippi, and Arkansas
✓✓ Summer capstone: week-long college immesion experience at University of
Mississippi

ip School Week:
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YEARLY PROGRAMMING

✓✓ Daily study session with tutoring/mentoring support
✓✓ Bi-weekly Novel Studies classes (intensive reading, critical analysis, writing)
✓✓ Art Club (Visual Arts, Drama, or Lit. Magazine)
✓✓ Fitness, health, and gardening
✓✓ Elective clubs (hip hop, board games & podcasts, documentaries)
Saturdays & Trips
✓✓ Financial literacy programming
✓✓ Special programming & community events
✓✓ Educational travel and community service
School Week:
✓✓ Daily study session with tutoring/mentoring support
✓✓ Novel Studies classes (intensive reading, critical analysis, writing)
✓✓ College preparation programming
✓✓ Art club (Visual Arts, Drama, or Lit. Magazine)
✓✓ Fitness, health, and gardening
✓✓ Elective clubs (hip hop, board games & podcasts, documentaries)
Saturdays & Trips
✓✓ ACT preparation
✓✓ Educational travel & college visits

ACT Camp: June
✓✓ Four weeks of intensive college seminars (Bioethics/Radical Black Imagination) and
ACT preparation programming
✓✓ Classes taught by doctoral candidates from the Freedom Summer Teaching
Fellowship
Summer Opportunities: July
✓✓ Students attend summer school at Phillips Andover, Phillips Exeter, Explo @ Yale,
and the University of Mississippi
✓✓ Freedom Fellows take rigorous classes, extracurricular opportunities, and meet new
students and staff

4

/////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

Sunflower County & The Sunflower County Consolidated School District
Our students attend middle and high school in Sunflower County
Consolidated School District. In the most recent state report, the district recieved a D grade, reflecting poor student performance on
state tests. Our students face challenges such as teacher absenteeism, a strict focus on test-preparation, and limited school funding.
Most schools in the district do not have
a college preparatory curriculum or AP
courses, and they offer few opportunities
for arts education and other enrichment.

72

students

Beyond the schools, our communities
continue to struggle with poor economic and living conditions. According to the
served in 2015-2016
state Department of Health, 42% of adults
in Sunflower County are obese, and we
have twice as many sexually transmitted diseases than the national
average. 62% of Sunflower County kids live in single-parent homes,
and 45 % of them are living in poverty. Sunflower County has a 13%
unemployment rate and only 69% of adults have a high school
diploma.
For our students, the Freedom Project offers a path towards education
and the opportunities that it brings.

94%

of students in the 15-16
school year were
returning
Freedom Fellows

SUNFLOWER COUNTY

24

RULEVILLE

8

SUNFLOWER

36

INDIANOLA
INVERNESS
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Question 1:
Are Freedom Fellows completing our two Fellowships?
Retention through our six years of fellowship is a continual struggle, and one
we have not yet figured out. The trend is for our middle school cohorts to be at
ideal capacity of 12-15 students, then we slowly lose students and only graduate a handful of Freedom Fellows each year. A few reasons for this attrition is an
increase in extracurricular opportunities in high school, fatigue, and the need
to get a job or provide assistance at home. To address this concern, we have
reimagined our high school programming to more adequately provide the services our students need and to reflect the additional workload and academic
stress our high schoolers are under. We changed our attendance policy to prioritize our academic and college preparation programming, and institute more
calls to parents and guardians after student absences. We have developed a
more focused college prepatory program and expanded our summer educational opportunities. These valuable experiences motivate our current Freedom
Fellows to stay engaged and attracts new high schoolers to the SCFP.
2014-2015
School Year

5

2015-2016
School Year

2016-2017
School Year

7th graders

18

7

10

8th graders

8

14

13

9th graders

5

10

4

10th graders

13

9

9

11th graders

5

4

4

12th graders

0

3

4
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Question 2:
Are Freedom Fellows excelling as students & leaders?
Academics

Our middle school Freedom Fellows arrive at the SCFP with diverse learning abilities
and past academic success. Each summer we track reading growth over the course of
our intensive five-week educational programming. Our goal is to not only reading ability, but to also inspire a love of reading in each student.

Summer Reading Growth
Freedom Summer 2016

2016

7th graders read To Kill a Mocking Bird, 8th graders read A
Gathering of Old Men, and our 9th graders read 12 Years a
Slave

.8 years

After concentrated ACT programming in the summer and during the school year, our
high school Freedom Fellows are outperforming student in the county and state.

National
Average

Mississippi
Average

Sunflower
Co.
Average

21

19

16.3

Avg. growth in
ACT during
Freedom Summer
2016

3 pts.

SCFP Average
(10th-12th only)

20.2

Leadership
Research has shown that character and non-cognitive skill development is a crucial component of educating students for success. At the SCFP we are not only focused on academic progress, but also on the habits and traits our students need to make it to and
through college and beyond. Through the LEAD principles we are building students who
can be persistent, disciplined, creative, sympathetic, open, and brave.

7

Sharonda Edward's story speaks to the leadership skills developed at the SCFP. In the
spring of 2016, Sharonda planned an anti-bullying campaign to stop the harrassment
she witnessed at school. She put up posters and created buttons with catchy anti-bullying slogans. Because Sharonda was speaking about a tough, uncomfortable issue staff
members at her school forced her to end her campaign citing that it as a disturbance.
She was silenced, even though her message was a positive one. As a Freedom Fellow,
Sharonda had been taught all about the civil rights movement and she understood that
what had happened wasn't right. Instead of being defeated, Sharonda enlisted the help
of other students and staff, as well as the ACLU, to fight for her right to share her message in school. We are proud of Sharonda and her gutsy efforts to bring justice to her
community.

"The SCFP has taught me about love, education, action, and discipine
and its showing me how to be a better person in life."
Vin Darius Thomas, 7th grader from Sunflower, MS

"[With the SCFP] I became more of a leader. I started to step up more,
to speak out more. I became more of an overall leader in my community and it has shown through as I've matured and grown up."
Primus Apolonio, SCFP alumus, sophomore at Henderson State University
8
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the Freedom Fellows lead in my classroom
"isWitnessing
truly inspiring. They are the first to volunteer answers,
ask questions when needed, and stimulate fruitful discussion with their peers. I am extremely grateful that I
can rely on them to be leaders who both directly challenge the rigid beliefs around them and act as examples
of young people who have overcome social injustice. I
wholeheartedly believe in the success of my Freedom
Fellows and I look forward to working with them and
learning from them each and every day.

"

Question 3:
Are Freedom Fellows going to college and are they
prepared to succeed?
Since 2006, 100% of all SCFP alumni have graduated from high school and
pursued post-graduate plans. Here's what those 36 students have done:

4 year College
or University

Kat Redman, Teacher at Ruleville Central High School

Junior College
or Community
College

Armed Services

# of
Freedom Fellows

32

3

1

%

89%

8%

3%

Of the Freedom Fellows who graduated high school in 2013 or
later, 87.5% are still on track to complete their degrees. This
is more than 30% higher than the national college completion
rates for minority students.

College Success Fund

In the summer of 2016, the SCFP received a donation from former Program Director Becca Bassett and her family to establish the College Success Fund and
Mentoring Program. This fund was created to support Freedom Fellows who are
currently in college and experience a financial crisis that impedes their ability
to continue schooling. No interest loans will be provided through the fund for
these students and will be repaid after schooling is complete.
Additionally, the Mentoring Program consists of weekly calls with Ms. Bassett
and a focus on accessing on-campus resources for student success. Students
who successfully complete the monthly requirements of the program will receive a small stipend to help with expenses.

9

Currently two students, Breyanna Hooper and Rodarius Turner, are in the Mentoring Program in their first year of college at the Mississippi University for Women
and Mississippi Valley State University, respectively.

10
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QUESTION 4: Are we including parents and the Sunflower
Community in our work?
We meet with Freedom Fellow families at the beginning and end of each semester, as well as before
any major trip or event. We are in constant contact through phone calls, monthly letters home, and
through our Facebook account. We always can be doing more to include our families in this work, as
we know their involvement will increase student achievement and retention. Here are some strategies
we are putting into place this upcoming year.
•
•

The creation of a Parent Advisory Council to assist with SCFP decision-making and increasing our
presence in Sunflower Communities.
Electing a parent to the SCFP Board of Directors to provide direct guidance management and perspective.
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Sunflower Community Partners and Partnerships
•

BB King Museum (Indianola)

•

Delta Arts Alliance (Cleveland)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Delta Health Alliance (Indianola)
Fannie Lou Hamer Memorial Garden and Museum (Ruleville)
Indianola Public Library (Indianola)

Indianola Promise Community (Indianola)
Russell Grocery (Sunflower)
Rotary Club (Indianola)

Teach For America (Mississippi)

12
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Financial Sustainability
2015

2016 Projected

Grant Revenue

107,675

50,000

Individal Donations

166,036

150,000

Corporation Donations

1,000

8,000

Fundraising Events

2,215

10,000

Tuition

2,721

8,000

Total Income

290,387

228,740

Total Expenses

220,128

242,112

Change in Assets

+70,259

-13,372

Successes:
• Semi-annual Houston fundraiser raised $90,000 in November of 2015
• Increased local (Mississippi) giving and awareness through Cleveland events
• Increased organizational capacity to fundraise through logo rebranding, website
rehaul, and the implementation of a new donor management software
• Recieved grants from: Entergy, Dollar General, Indianola Promise Community,
W.K.Kellogg Foundation, and King's Daughters and Sons Circle #2
Challenges:
• The grant landscape is always changing and is at times unpredictable. Grantors
are prioritizing other types of programming and geographic regions other than
Sunflower County.

Human Capital Sustainability

In the spring of 2016, we replaced our Executive Director as well as both our Program
Directors. Staff turnover is a consistent challenge for the organization as we lose institutional knowledge, relationship strength with students, and productivity through
these transitions.
To address turnover, we are focusing on improving the staff experience with more
emphasis on professional development and professional growth within the SCFP.
Additionally, we've transitioned to 2-year staff contracts to lengthen tenure.

Freedom Project Network

The Network's goal is to support the sustainability of each Freedom Project site in
Mississippi. Founded in the fall of 2016, our goal is to have the Network raising funds
by the end of 2017. This additional financial support will allow us to explore health
care and benefits for our staff, which will assist in creating longer tenure within the
organization.
13

QUESTION 5:
Are we building
a sustainable
organization?
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